A staff dialogue on aggressive palliative treatment demanded by a terminally ill patient: psychosocial issues faced by patients, their families, and caregivers.
Shortly before his death in 1995, Kenneth B. Schwartz, a cancer patient at Massachusetts General Hospital (MGH), founded The Kenneth B. Schwartz Center at MGH. The Schwartz Center is a nonprofit organization dedicated to supporting and advancing compassionate health care delivery which provides hope to the patient, support to caregivers, and encourages the healing process. The center sponsors the Schwartz Center Rounds, a monthly multidisciplinary forum during which caregivers discuss a specific cancer patient, reflect on the important psychosocial issues faced by patients, their families, and their caregivers, and gain insight and support from their fellow staff members. In this article, the case presentation and verbatim dialogue from the rounds are discussed with an emphasis on staff psychosocial issues. The case presented was of a 32-year-old man, who developed small cell osteosarcoma and was treated at MGH. He died after undergoing multiple courses of relatively ineffective chemotherapy. The case is made all the more poignant because of the pleasures, hopes and stresses of having a child late in the course of his illness. Staff identified closely, both with him and his family, and their concern for him brought joy and meaning to their work, yet this complicated their ability to deal with his impending death. They felt that his unwillingness to admit defeat prevented them from saying goodbye to someone whom they loved and admired. Despite this, staff recognized that, ultimately, the patient's emotional needs and wishes had to be respected as a first priority and that constructive closure can be worked toward, if not achieved. In such situations, it is vital to have a colleague support system and a forum for discussion of such issues in order to defuse distress and reassure staff that they are doing all that can be done as professionals and caregivers.